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General Wheeler's Interview by General Clifton for the i.ennedy Library Oral 


History Project - 11 July 1964 meeting. 


General Clifton: General Wheeler, will you start ou voy describing two 
things. First, your first acquaintance with President Kennedy, and then tell us 
a little about the impact of the Kennedy Administration on the Directorship of 
the Joint Staff in the first few months of the Kennedy Administration - Jawiary, 
February, March 1961 - as you recall. | 

General Wheeler: The first:time Imet President Kennedy was in September 

= Press gota! 
of 1960 prior to "the, eTee tog, Gethe Presidency) At that tire, of course, he had 
been nominated by the Democratic Party as their candidate. The occasion for 
this meeting arose in the followi ng manner. President mieennewee had de- 
cided that Senator Kennedy should be given intelligence briefings on all pertin- 
ent security matters, In fact, Vice President Nixon -wes eee additional 
b tiefings other than those he had had as a result of ee official position during 
the E@sshewex Administration, There was a great deal of discussion as to 
who would brief Senator Kennedy from the military side as opposed to the 
intelligence briefings given by Mr. Allen Dulles, the head of the CIA, on the 
purely intelligence aspects of the U.S. position in the world. It was first 
thought that perhaps the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff - at that time 
. Gerieral Nathan Twining of the Air Force - eee give this briefing. Then it 
was prapseed hae a relatively junior officer of the Joint Staff, perhaps of 
golanelcenias rank, might give the briefing and finally as a sort of compromise 
between these two extrernes it was determined that I - the Director of the Joint 
Staff - would head up the briefing team. So in September of 1960, I went to te 
temporary office of Senator Kennedy in the Gapitol building, I believe the office 
of the, waat would if be Ted, the oifice of the 

General Clifton: Well, he was running his campaign from his Senatorial 


office, but he also had rooms over at the Capitol and had just an office they 


allotled him tnere, 


AH 22 h4 
Ove 
General Wheeler: That's right, but it came out of s ome,of the - I think 
B : fn é < a! 
perhaps the door-neeper of the Senate or someone like that, Master of Arms . | 


i 
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Gen Clifton; This was in March and April, 
Gen Wheeler: This was in April. 

Cen Clitten: After iowa 2 failure or anaes wae 
Gen Wheeler: On the day that it was failing waa the nee time that I 
actually saw him, As IT recall it, Gen Lemniteer, who was then the Chairman 


of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was on the Hill testifying anda meeting was 


‘called very hurriedly in the Cabinet Room. Admiral Burke, who was the 


-- second ranking member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was getting prepared to 


Bo over and he took me with him so that he would have soma backup on various 


ty 


military aspects that might be discussed, 7 

Gen Clifton: And because you were familiar with what the Chairman had 
been doing pretty ppeciticany, | 

Gen Wheeler: That's right. So I went over to this meeting which was on 
the afternoon ~ I can't remember the date - 

Gen Clifton: Probably the 19th of April, 

Gen Wheeler: It would have been the 19th of April, abeut that time. 

; 7 Gen Clifton: It was certainly after the invasion had been launched that 
morning. | | | : 

Gen Wheeler: It was very definite that the operation wags going down the 
diate unless suradthing of a sizeable and en a drastic nature was under. 
taken, Not too long after Admiral Burke and 1] arrived in the Cabinet Room, 
Gen Lemnitzer did come in from the Hill, He had been alerted that this 
was going on and he was able to excuse himself and leave, There was a 
sizeable body present on this occasion. Not sie the President but the 
Secretary of Statey the Attorney General, Mr. Bowles, the then Director ok 


ClAn Mr. Allen Dulies,came in with Dick 2isg el, who had Leen vather in the 
# 


directive position on this particular operation, Bissel was tremendously 
Upset. In fact, he could hardly talk coherently at the outsez, Now L-was 
otruck with the fact that he didn't even so much as have armap with him or 
anything else. He atarted telling Presider: Konnedy what tha situation waa. 


CrArr 
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Then there was considerable discussian as to what sh: wud be done to 
correct the situation, I get the impression from President anne a 
recizl raactions, remarks, end so on that he wie Extv Gime. Gechreua of delar 


something to correct the situation and hopefully enable thie thing to go. It 


wae made very clear to him that what was wre aes and ; aa wrecked the 
-33 


eet 


whole operation was the actions of a couple of njthat thie had wrecked 
the whole thing because exe had not been sufficient dua timely alr support. 
Withst that he said, well, perhapa we ought to put in the Navy air off the 
carrier which was lying off~shore and from which, by the way, reconnaissance 
had been flown in. ordez.to ascertain what was going on on tae beach. There | 
wae some diseuasionchodk this and he was quite insistent, ag I say, that 

something could be done and that he wanted to do something. I had the 

gure distinct impression that he wae going to go ahead and do something. 


i 


However, after a fairly brief discussion along these lines, he went back into 
his own office with two or three of his:advisers and later came out and said 
no, that he would not do this + about five or ten minutes later. ‘Now the 
results of all thie were very bad within the Government...At least this was my 
cataonet isoweexiods In the first place, I had the very distinct feeling, which 
lasted for months thereafter, that this failure so early in the Kennedy 
Administration had had a profound affect upon him pad I know it hada profound 
effect on many of his advisers ina naaues of ways. In the first place, it 
shook their confidence in themselves considerably, In the second place, it 
started, as I think the newspapers of the day will reflect, back siting and 
iene 
errata ce within the upper levels of the Government which caused a grest deal 
of difficulty, I would think, for President Kennedy, although I can't document 
Washo ; 
tiie, Amd thirdly, there toa toadenc y daivany teres ov the wuvermmnent, ane 


aa undoubtedly had an impact on President Kennedy, to blame all this on the 


Joint Chiefs of Staff, You will recall that there were, I eas some very 


oO 
fe 
at 
7) 
a 


fe : 
ully leaked pieces that appeared in ey at that time, And you will 
aiso recali that the Joint Chiefs of Staff never mada any reoly to any of that, 
Gen Cilfton: Talking about leaks to the press that indicated that Prasident 


Penne sy -. Approved) E6r Release :2002/05/23,: GIA:RPP vey na 3.3 Moinayat 
sny, military advisory machinery. 2 (18) i erarey 


bad 


ee a ee 


demoralized? — ee : . 8 . o. 3 


eraner. 
ehOET.. 
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Gen Wheeler: This is correct, 
Gen Clifton: And rather pointedly sometimes about Gen Leranitecr, 
Gen Wheeler: This 4s correct, 
ton: And alse, as you were pointing out, in th ensuing months . 
May, Juas, July - the Joint Chiefs of Siaff individually or Wallectively asver 
made a defense of their actions in this operation. 

Gen Wheeler: No. 


¢ 


Gen Clifton: Of course, as we know for the record, Goa}Taylor Was 


“ealled in to make an inveatigation of what went wrong andhe bas a rather 


wn ten 


exclusive report on file over there in the Presidentig papers A Pred dent 


“ie Kemedy's papers, Dut aside from his report and calling in, when you went — 


back into the Tank with the Joint Chiefs of Staff, were they somewhat 

Gen Wheeler: I think that what hit ners the hardest was the fsck that they 
were being hisieed for an action over which they had practically no contrel 
and in which the military was very little involved. They had no directive 
authority over thie action at all, Now, furthermore, thay felt very strongly, 
and) might BOS PATER: that what military advice they had aireved had been 
ignored; that in the decision-making meetings which preceded the Bay of | 
Pigs affair, no milltary man was present on numerous otcasiona, They were 
particularly bitter in their own attitudes about the fact that the air ee xt 
which had been planned as an integral part of this operation ; ‘nat US support 
but Cuban dissident air support had been knocked off without any reference 
to the Joint Chiefe of Staff. In other words, they felt they were being very 
wifairly blamed publicly, and in a sense pilloried, for a series of events | 
for which they were not responsible. | 

fen Clifton; This wes nlaaned by « civilian evaner 

Gen Wheeler: This is correct. 


(Gen Clifton: And without much consultation of senior military. 


fen Wheeler: Thig is correct, 


5 (a) 
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Gren Gliften: some jun military were involved, 
Gen Wheeler: This is correct, and there was some military support in 


&. 


the way of hardware provided, But there waa no planning iiaff. There had 


“fon a poeview, as you know, of the olaa by eelected memb va of the Toint 
Staiz, This review pointed out very clearly, i I cabal, the p.os8 aud cans of this 
particular operation. The basis for euccesa in this eaceaiions as laid down, 
was that there would be a sizeable and early popular uprisiag by the Cuban 
people, And on this assuraption -. in other words, if it proved to be true,.— 
the J oint Stait review group said that with other corrective measures in the 
. Sond. ad 
area of training, aiy strikes and other things, foby/ logistics, that the ¢hive 
hada reasonable chance of success. However, you may or may not know that 
the lodgment area was ee the air support was sieeeeeay ay whittled 
down, and finally eliminated at the last moment, and Bistous feats ingred- 
ients were pune’ out to the point where a couple ef training planes were able 
to wreck the entire BST eaSRs ae | 

Gen Clifton: “There were two points that I know President Kennedy 
thought this had been subjected to top level scrutiny. One was in Movember before 
he took office when it was planned. In this operation as it weak along re was 
assured that the Joint Chiefs of Staff had seen it in its early days when it was 
an Eisenhower plan. Do you recall whether that is acecvrato or not? 

Gen Wheeler: They had peen it in . very, very sketch; way, What 
happened was that we were told to have the Joint Staff take a look this partic. 
ular plan which was extremely closely held. Up until that time, I think pes. 
haps I was the only rember of the Joint Statl, as the Director, who even 
knew that any such planning operation was in progress under the aegis of the 

agency. Whenwe did take a look at it we found that we had a tremendous 
ciiiculer in sands inform sien ovt of the ponqey =» in eottiay the enacrtine: 
plan, the logistics, etc., and {t was only after the Chiefs had had a chance to 
look at this that really the logistics were put on ~ laid on I should Say. 
Gen Clifton: Ina reaNstic manner. 
Gen Wheeler: Thet'o right - and the shipping, everything elec was beefed 


o a 
( Be } 


ee Sk ald ha! 


i 
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csumlcntt have possibiy eusceaded acainst any sert of arganiszed resistance 
atall, Now, Trepest though, that the key aesumption upen which the 


guctenea or failure of this cneration rented.was the atneabl pvoepviar vprisins 
"ALP RATE YB S 


afam eavhy Slage and Uhis potiiculiy Qusumplion Was veld. ows eal 


coxvrect by agencies over which the Chiefs had no controla.4d, in fact, had 


’ 


no way of making a proper judament. 


Gen Clifton: You didn't have a counter-pyroposal from your Intellicence 


Camminniy the Aeiay, sa Alr Force had not surveyed: the giruatioay 
Gen Wheeler: No, we were getting the usual reports from cur military 
attaches Sut all this stuff wae long out of date as you ivight expect, There 
had been and continued to be in Cuba numerous small grown: of puerrillas, 
most of which have since been eradicated by Castro and his people. iat 


everyone ~ well, let's say it this mays aseurances were gixrany thet there was 


eae 
the mana, the apparatus for this sizeable uprising which would have mada the 


whale thing go. Of course thig upeieing did not take place.. One reason per. 


al 
o 


haps being the very early defeat of the invasion effort, ies ‘to other words, 
there was no time for the people to react. By the time they eeally knew about 
this the thing had been cut to pleces, largely by these two aircraft which was + 
Gen Clifton: Almost unbelieveable. 


- Gen Wheeler: Almost unbelieveable that these two aircraft mide all 


« 


this difference. 


& Gen Gites. Now in the March and April period, just to put a perspec~ 


Pa the on this, I noticed that it tightened up considerably over at the White 


Pa 
Zt 


House, too. The groups got smaller, the meetings were more secret, 


The one from the NSC tevehy where it was never discussed that I know of 


openly, down toa amallevoup, and then I found thet becauds Povas dates oss 


Yup.ilec Relations work aiong and had too many contacts with the press, Iwas 


jigainated from the meetinga and Ihad no opportunity to ses whether any 


” 


body came fror the Joint Gtaff or not. AMhough, you had to be awnre that 


something ble was brewing. Do you recall whether Gen Leuinitzer ov 


(a) 
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yourself at that time over hed thi, ea e POS, yoamight say item? Gis - 
Cuba duvasion? 

Gen Wheeler: icanyocall this, I personally never attended one of these 
meetings at the White House, The first mesting that J we: to at the White 
iieune on the eubdeut of vee Svban operatien wns the doy i tt fablod, 

Gen Lernitzer, of course, went over from time to time but he did not attend 
all the meetings, I know this for a fact. Asal said, certain decisions were 
taken from time to time wherein he yveally had no input. 

Gen Clifton: Then it never became a formal Ics item in the March, 
April period that you know of, ae Director? 

Gen Wheeler: Oh yea, it was discussed, i would say, not only formally 
but extensively with the Secretary of Defense and the Joint Chiefe of Staft 
in meetings. Dealing largely, I might add, with logistics. ; This was the key . 
‘jasue. To try to get the necessary logistic background that would provide 
the means for these people to get ashore and then support themselves once 
they got ashore. And then to provide means whereby this popular uprising 
could be armed and given an opportunity for succeas. In other words, I would 
say this, Ted, that this was a very unusual military input, particularly from | 
the JCS reve to an operation. But you've got to remember this was not a 
‘military operation. Now I would say this, that the Joint Chiefz of Staff were 
not involved and could not be held culpable to the degree that these leaks in 
the Brees would imply. On the other hand, anytime that you are involved irt 
any sort of advice to the President on any subject, you have in effect assumed 
B part of the responsibility for the succesa or failure of the operation, So, 
in this regard the Joint Chiefs of Staff were involved. 

Gen Glifton: In the months afterwards, as once in awhile President 
KMennedy would ina soul-searching, almost self enalysis conversation, not 
dua critical way ~ the ess cuestion that canic up several tisias that puazied 
him, was if the Joint Chiefs had doubt about the success of this operation, 
even though lt was a "civilian't operation, he said to himsel’, why didn't 
one of thern step forward, anyone of them, and gay this is inadequately 
gisoned or an inadeanately baged thing, Juetae you mlsbt say, a6 a friend, 


af aot officialsy? See, 
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Gen Wheeler: Well, Gioia was the intoresting ines abews dat Tad, andl 
miuigat add this is a good question. i culys yot to remember though that the 
oy Fes . SAT ETS % at | <3 . rt r. os “yy on 
plan a6 iniigslly conceived, to include ths ledyment area, the air 6 upport 


furnished, both as to quantity a and as to contimuty, were entirely different 


are 


LM VE Was qvantuclbes anontead, Derecail buvice the ¥oint lef!) g.nane 


e7 


Shon ie ee ak cae 


by tho Army Engineers, wate en survey ofe every landing beach in Cuba, to 
-? 

get alternate landing beachea be sedinoe for political reasons they didn't want 
re, reach ; 

to land «+ idfme say this. The origi inat/area was validated ag to adequacy 


of ingress and egress as te its location with regard to the guerrilla activities 
f 
ca Let en id a 
etill going on in Cuba and other necessary things, by a very emivsd analysis 
conducted by the Joint Staff, assisted by the Army Engineers, because we were not 


pure when we first saw this plan that this was even the proper place te land. 


We finally came up with the conclusion that this was the best place, that in | 


this regard the agency had mads the proper selection! there waa no question 
about it. However, 34 all the political hasseling that went on in the ensuing 
months, the early days of the anne Administration, it was found politi- 
cally undesirable to do this,and phis. was where the airfields were. That was 
the reason oe going ashore, among other things, at that particular DERE: 

Gen Glifton: To get the airfielda as poon a6 possible. 

Gen Wheeler: That's right. Secondly it was because routes. into this 
axea for Castro's forces were; one, easily defensible by the invaders and 


secondly, the lodgment area was far enough away from Castro forces so it 


would take a sizeable and pretty long terrn movement to get these people in 


there. And thirdly, up in the Escambray, which was just high hills right up fiom 


the lodgment area, was where an immediate source of reinforcement could ba 
had and this was not true in the final area which was selected, the Bay of 


Pigs. We looked at it, said, well, it can be done but it aint gonna be good, 


“Now you asked why surmmeonc of the military cidnlc ctup forward and Gays phis 


te 
aint gonna go. I think there were several reasons in m opinion, One, this 
g soe ¥ 


wae not por ge a military operation, Two, a member of the Tcint Chiefs 


W228 always present when these things were going on, and decisions being 


alas 


woe Too s 
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wrong with doing this orcvhy ¢ucto we ont tack on the air Huppert, eto,, ete, 


ae 


Vhese decisions were taken without any reference to the z: aittary. Imay be 
oversimplifying a lot of this, and Iu eure Tam, but aa I caid earlier, I 
Holleve that there wes this ... Leda Hayride falooway. “Che 1 as ise aes 

ei a tendency within the government to go right around the rallitery in dealing 


with this particular problem witch Was regarded as heing move of a political 
‘ 4? 


x 
problem than a military problem. On the other hand, Iroust admit that I 


jes don't think that the Joint Chiefs of Staff could be comereteiy absolved of any 
veauaneminiy or blame inthe area, I don't think this aces be right either, 
I think there was a lot of fault on both sides, belleve yours. And I might 
add tert Iwas very iter ested that apa result ce Gen Taylorts examination 
of what went On, sherk Be ostases Kennedy signed this memorandum having to 
do with the fuptiene of the Joint Chiefe of Staff’ ke theide bah »dtine ordered 
them not only te lend their advice on military mattters bat as hence judg. 
ment and aeenetea; on other matters that had an impact on governmental 
decisions, or words to that neste! plus the fact that he wanted their advice 
to come to him undiluted and unsereened -- untouched by human hand. 
Gen Clifton: This is etl hard to eevetuaiiens 
Gen Wheeler: Damn hard toaccomplish. But, on the other hand the 
record after that was peuay, gouson: Not good enough but better because . 
the Chiefs, as I told you earlier, were bitter indeed about the fact that | 
. roilitary decisions were being taken without the advice of one of the senior 
military men in the Armed Forces. 


mo \ Gen Clifton: The Press indicated at the time that President Kennedy had 


Se ; a 
my, 
Se 


lost confidence in his Chiefs. Outside of the bitterness, was there some 


fecling in the minds of the Chiefs, and maybe yourself, of iosing some of 


the cenfidence, temporarily perhiad, in cecnady and his oucration? 
Gen Wheeler: I think that there was a strong feeling on the part of people 
"ia the know" around here that the disorganization ox lack of organization 


within the Government was just plain dangerous, In other words, Ted, in 


SECRET... 
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cage OL another operation, perians of fyv gveaton moment than this one, 
which after oli wags no preat niilitury loss to the U,S., thie could be a 
vy? 
“i 
veal sevious mattexy as regards the security of the United f-:tes, Becondly, 
it beenme quite clear toa us ~+ and when I cay us, Im apeal ia of the senior 
military «~ that the State Dopaxrtment bad greatly overestin led cuc adverse ae 
effecte of direct United States involvement in this matter. “Shey were 


almost pathologically afraid that anything we did was going to bring down 
the scorn of the opprobrium and the hatred of the whole world, But aga 
matter SPiice. the ana thing that it brought down when this thing failed was O a 


the fact that everyone sat back and said, "Iror God's sake, naw stupid can 


those a, Why didn't they go ahead and kuock that guy off"! They were i 


perfectly prepared to accept this, not only to accept it but io eneex ug on. 


Q ana thirdly, I think what senile shook the Joint Chiefs of Steff and the CZ. 
peiiee military was the clear evidence of the real lack of intelligence we — 
were able to get aa to what ene on in Cuba and what the true attitude ofthe — : | 
peopkin Cuba was, In other words, thia thing raised deep doubts in the x Rae 
z Ne 


military as to the acumen and ability of other agencies in the Government. | ®* 
Gen Clifton: I think that was quite evident over at the White House, too. 
Certainly, by the next steps in regard to CIA and the steps in regard to 
the State Department, 
Gen Wheeler: I'}l tell you one other thing, tao, Ted, which I referred 
to earlier. This was the fact that when this rather unseemly thing happened, 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff were really scornful of the way certain highly- 
placed individuals tan for the hills eynnyane ng, le had nothing to do with all of 
tifa, We advised the President against doing it, and itis all the fault of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff - And, as lhave already mentioned to you, not ons 
member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, nor did the corporate bumy, ever attemut 
| to rnaake one rebuttal, but dent think that this didn't burn their souls toa 
erisp. And, as a result, their.opinion of ceriain people went down toa 


sxaity, pretty, low ebb. 


ya a 
$ (2 
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2 and that we 2 reiterated that any Chief who wanted to talk to him individually 


eae any 


feeling 2 among members of the J oint Stat, let's say 7 the echelons below the” a 


ae word in ‘thie regard, 


 Teat that President t Kennedy otarted hunting for some new bodies, you valght . ke 
pay ‘different men. Without condemalag any. individual, te 2 begen to. ) Irunt for « 


—: livller Spyaoacn to our military advisory business. Ti iknow that he signed | 


‘dlrected m me 1 to make an effort to see eat the Chiefs got over r there rove 2 often, a 


did yen feel the seinect over r here c on tne” J oint Staff in the succeeding rmontho, 


or bunting n new people or change in personnel policies 0 or onlarging the | ‘st tatty sp = 


“Joint ees themselves, that there were e going to. ba changes made as the 


Joint Staff accepted, that E vesid dent Kennedy vould | alowly bet purely j geht ri sd _ ae 


Be Se NE pn 
“Gen Sains a vor ebaea acto IR feesibarelnodox 


niioreit 3 stepped 


. foxws ae initially a tool: full reeponaibllity tee this wh ich had some mitigating aoe 


eliact on this poison that was Sree spread avound, Do you recall late: sf after ee 


thin incident aw» May, June, July w« do > you recall any time that a ‘civilian 
Bee Ole Ne ee devanded the Ghiele? ar hs, Pky wT yey hag 


to vecall if the Secretary of Defense made any speeches, - 


. Gen Wheeler: To the best of my mnowtedse). Secretary Metiamara never 


ny 


Gen ciiftons Now, thet next thing that I saw happen, and ttm sort « of eee 


pinning it on this and it may es false te) please correct tit but i caw vie om where e mt 


the memorandum which aye indicated. Secondly, , “he did mike an effort and 


4s 


/ Meguld come > if he felt that ne couldn't ¢ come as part of the corporation. Bat, Ie 


for you. were here another eight months, practically, of { shuing of bodies . 


ete dead 


Gen Wheeler: I would’ bay this, Ted. a think that it wae a pretty prevalent ee 


result of allof this. ‘Tanean the Joint stat, and I raight nad, 95 95 per, ‘cont of. ees 


them didn't. know a thing about thie operation, They hadn't even heard of ig 


until they read it in the papers. But, s-2-2 WMNESIAA abe aes thio 


cre 2 Rey fap ep fe aw ba } . pret gee, bo Tes ae bye 
WRAL Bui began te cume~e oul in the papers -- the tact i hii kek Vay oe 


wae over here making ani tavestigation and 50 on, this alk became known, a3 


Ani, there was a general facling that there were going tobe cha nges ‘made 


and ina matter of the ‘not too distant futur a. Then, 1 think that generally tha : 
N ee 
: AS ree. Be ; : : 
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